The EU last month announced its allowable quotas for various species within its waters for this coming year that fishermen will be able to land and sell. The aim behind the quotas is to limit fishing in an effort to preserve stocks at sustainable levels, but the policy is being shown increasingly to be damaging many stocks, caught by fishermen pursuing one species but catching others, which often must be thrown back dead into the sea. EU fishermen in the North Sea and northeast Atlantic are now reckoned to be throwing away up to half of all the fish they catch every year in what a new campaign says is a chronic waste of food and is damaging potential recovery in some fish stocks.
Almost one million dead and dying fish are discarded at sea each year, according to a campaign calling for Europe's Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) to be comprehensively reformed. Most are thrown overboard because they are too small, are of the wrong species or would take fishing boats over their quotas, making it illegal to land them.
Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall, the British food campaigner and celebrity chef, has been spurred to set up the campaign after learning of the extent of discarded fish. Within two days of launch, more than 24,000 people had signed up to the FishFight campaign and their names will be added to a letter to EU fisheries commissioner, Maria Damanaki, demanding the end of discards.
The campaign was launched to put pressure on the EU to make the elimination of discards a 'primary objective' of reform of the CFP. Fearnley-Whittingstall said the discards at present are "an unavoidable consequence of the CFP and the quota system", adding: "The fish are being thrown away because to land them would be illegal." The scale of discards is highlighted in a new television series to be broadcast soon in the UK.
There are no precise figures on the levels of discards because they Scientists at the International Council for the Exploration of the Seas calculated that more than 60 per cent are discarded in the North Sea, with the figure rising to more than 90 per cent for cod aged less than one year.
Richard Benyon, Britain's fisheries minister, said: "The throwing back of dead fish into the sea is one of the biggest failures of the CFP." And cod is one species of considerable concern for the EU. The Commission has proposed a 50 per cent cut in A new campaign aims to reduce waste from 'bycatch' discards. Nigel Williams reports.
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Wasted: Dead pilchards caught up in fishing for other species in the Mediterranean off Spain that cannot be landed. (Picture: Angel M OSF/Photolibrary.) usually go unrecorded by fishermen, but it is generally accepted among fisheries scientists that about a quarter of the catch in the North Sea is thrown back. But fisheries scientist Callum Roberts, at the University of York, said claims that half of all fish caught in the North Sea are discarded are likely to be accurate. "It could even be more."
One species for which there are firm estimates of the number of fish, rather than the weight, is cod. quota in the Kattegat region between Sweden and Denmark, the Irish Sea and the west of Scotland.
Environmental groups have long called for the industry to adopt new technologies and practices that can substantially reduce 'bycatch'. Larger mesh size is one straightforward measure that can save more juvenile fish.
Charles Clover, author of The End Of The Line, said: "It is ridiculous that we cannot prioritise more selective forms of fishing and stop throwing away hundreds of thousands of tonnes of perfectly good fish, let alone other creatures, every year. In America selective trawl gear and even hook fishing is much more widespread."
A government-backed initiative in south-west UK was recently praised by Maria Damanaki for halving the level of discards when fishing for flat fish by using new types of gear on beam trawlers. And in Scotland, a voluntary scheme has seen the bycatch rate plummet in its North Sea haddock fishery after the introduction of new equipment, temporary localised fishing bans and installation of CCTV cameras on boats to monitor catches.
In Denmark, some fishermen have been given 30 per cent bigger quotas for demonstrating that their bycatch and discard rates have been slashed.
The new campaign to limit bycatch comes at a time when the EU has undertaken widespread consultation on the future of the CFP. The policy is notorious throughout Europe as pleasing no-one. Conservationists believe it does not go nearly far enough to ensure the sustainable maintenance of fish stocks, and fishermen see little but the continued decline in national fleets as quotas continue to erode the commercial opportunities in fishing.
But the continuing dwindling of stocks is leading to the EU talking tougher about conservation. In the quota announcements last month, the Commission noted that the contribution of the European fisheries to the economy and food supply is far smaller today than it was just a few decades ago. "Progress towards bringing all European fish stocks to sustainable levels has been slow, because the fleets have not been able to adapt quickly enough to the scientific advice." And campaigners are also now highlighting the problem of bycatch.
For 72 per cent of assessed stocks, "overfishing is so serious that more fish would be caught if there was less fishing." Only some 40 per cent of our assessed stocks are known to be fished sustainably, the Commission says. But there have been some modest improvements: the figures last year were 86 per cent and 3 per cent, respectively, "and there are clear improvements in some important stocks such as hake and sole."
The relief from fishing has recently shown some glimmer of success. For almost 20 years, since the collapse of the cod fishery off northeast Canada, almost no fishing has taken place. But recently, the number of cod spotted in the region has been increasing significantly. But, whatever wrangling there is within Europe on new fisheries policy, there is almost uniform condemnation of new self-imposed quotas announced by Iceland, Greenland and the Faroe Islands for mackerel this year. This is one species the EU is widely seen to have managed successfully to maintain sustainable populations. But the north-Atlantic states have vastly increased their own quotas for mackerel and last month walked out of negotiations with the EU.
The EU and Norway are now considering trade sanctions against Iceland, Greenland and the Faroe Islands, which land much of their catch in the EU. The battle ahead echoes the cod wars of the 970s when Britain battled with Iceland over access to cod stocks. But, as Damanaki told the press conference on the 20 quotas in Brussels: "I regret to say there will be disappointing news on some quota levels, but past experience has shown that those who think they can negotiate with nature will not have a long future in fishing."
A new study finds that African governments may be able to reduce the amount they spend on fertilizers by encouraging farmers to alternate maize with certain bean crops. Scientists in the African nation of Malawi have tested farming methods that produce the same yields using just half the fertilizer -a big potential saving for the Malawi government, and a potential model for other developing countries.
In recent years, Malawi has taken major steps to increase its faltering food production by making synthetic fertilizer and high-yielding maize seed available to farmers at a steep discount. Nationwide, the programme has been credited with increasing maize production by up to 30 per cent. But Sieglinde Snapp, from Michigan State University and lead author of the study, says that the cost of the project takes up around one sixth of Malawi's national budget. "There's a lot of concern by the Malawi government in what is the sustainability of this because if you invest in fertilizer, there is less ability to invest in education and roads or other things. Obviously there are trade-offs."
And there have been growing worries about the future of the Mchinji district of northern Malawi which borders Zambia. This has traditionally been the country's most productive maize-growing region, where smallholder farmers have, over many years, produced large crops to feed themselves and sell on the surplus across the country. But in recent years, Mchinji's yields have started to fall. "We have noticed a decline in soil fertility and many of us are failing to produce enough to last the whole year for our families and sell any surplus," said one farmer. Mchinji farmers are now adopting a range of strategies including irrigation and boosting soil fertility with compost alongside chemical fertilizer. So the new study on using legumes to boost soil fertility is particularly timely.
Snapp and her colleagues wanted to see whether farmers and A new study shows mixed planting can greatly boost maize yields. Nigel Williams reports.
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